Design of Public Spaces Symposium: A Summary by Batteate, Christina & Venema, Jennifer
Design of publiC spaCes symposium
a summary 
Christina Batteate and Jennifer Venema
To stimulate debate on the quality of public spaces and their design, the CRP Department 
sponsored a symposium with four presenters from different disciplines to talk about their 
experiences around the globe. Christina Batteate and Jennifer Venema, BCRP students, 
present a summary of the presentations and their view of the symposium.
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Figure 1: The symposium attracted a big 
audience to CAED’s Berg Gallery.
Figure 2: The presenters from left to 
right: Larry Herzog, Denise Alcantara, 
Daniel Levi, and Leo O’Brian.
On October 20, 2006 California Polytechnic State University at San Luis Obispo’s City and Regional 












The year 2006 marked a major turning point in urban life worldwide. For 
the first time in human history, more than half (51 percent) of the world’s 
population	 made	 their	 home	 in	 urban	 settings,	 a	 number	 that	 will	 only	
continue	to	rise.	For	planners	and	urban	designers,	the	quality	of	 life	for	
these	inhabitants	is	now	more	important	than	ever.	Being	that	the	majority	
of	 urban	 dwellers	 are	 not	 rich	 and	 cannot	 afford	 private	 amenities,	 the	
demand	for	publicly	accessible	spaces	is	likely	to	increase.		
Public space as a term and a notion is a bit elusive. No single definition 
of	public	space	exists.	There	 is	no	 template	 for	municipalities,	or	private	




socializing and fulfilling a basic need to interact.  If one views the city as 




that	keep	the	city	running.	The	following	summary	of	the	Design of Public 
Spaces Symposium is an exploration of the notion and significance of 
public	space,	and	the	implications	for	planners	in	caring	for	its	quality	and	
performance.		




the users. When asked for a definition of tissue she described it as the fabric of houses, streets and 




to	 the	 shaping	of	 public	 spaces	and	 create	places	 in	 the	 context	 of	 historic	 preservation.	She	 is	
interested	in	the	human	experience	as	place.
For Alcantara, the success of a place isn’t found only in the quantitative figures of traffic counts, 
income	or	density.	She	claims	that	success	can	be	understood	by	the	researcher	through	a	method	
called “embodied observation.” Numbers and statistical analyses alone aren’t enough; rather, the 
place	must	be	experienced	by	the	researcher.	One	must	become	familiar	with	it	and	its	inhabitants,	






To	 understand	 a	 place	 today,	 one	 must	 understand	 its	 past.	 Rio	 de	 Janeiro	 was	 settled	 in	 the	
16th century for its bay and harbor. In the early 1900s, about the same time that the City Beautiful 
Movement was sweeping the northern hemisphere, Rio had its own beautification movement inspired 
by	Haussman’s	Paris	renovation.	At	that	time,	Rio	also	implemented	a	large	scale	renovation	of	its	
port area, with major land infills, and of its downtown. New streets, boulevards and esplanades were 
created, renovating most of the downtown area. Again in the 1930s, major demolitions of low-income 
housing	 in	 the	 central	 area	made	 room	 for	 further	 street	 expansions	and	architectural	 upgrades.	
Vertical growth became the norm and symbol of modernity, but by the mid 1960s, modernism was 
being	challenged	 in	 the	US	and	Europe.	Post-modernism	placed	 the	emphasis	on	 the	ambience,	
memory,	 tradition,	 identity,	 landmarks,	 and	 subjectivity	 of	 a	 place.	 In	 the	 following	 decade,	 San	
Diego	began	its	downtown	revitalization.	Brazil,	unfortunately,	was	still	under	a	dictatorship	and	the	
modernist paradigm still prevailed. When the dictatorship ended in the 1980s, the democratic opening 
allowed	a	massive	historic	preservation	and	revitalization	project	called	the	Cultural	Corridor.	
Denise Alcantara is 
an architect-urbanist 
from Brazil with an 
MSc in Architecture, 
currently working 
towards her PhD at 
the Federal University 
of Rio de Janeiro. Her 
research focuses on 
the quality of places 
and environmental 
cognition. Denise has 
her own architectural 
practice and is also a 
lecturer at the Federal 
University in Rio. From 
February to November 
2006 she was as a 
visiting scholar at San 
Diego State University.
Figure  
Guidelines from the 
Cultural Corridor 
Project manual, 
showing the different 
types of intervention, 
from preservation to 
reconstruction and 
renovation.






around the Central Business District (CBD). Although these areas were to be the focus for the Cultural 
Corridor	Project,	as	Alcantara	later	explained,	they	were	not	the	only	ones	to	be	affected.	




artists	and	socialites	participated.	The	 revitalization	was	 intended	 to	weave	 renovations	and	new	
buildings	into	the	old	fabric	without	overemphasizing	either	genre.	The	city	created	a	special	technical	
office of the Cultural Corridor that not only analyzed and approved projects in the area, but worked 
with	owners	toward	the	best	solutions,	developed	 local	studies,	and	published	design	manuals	 to	
help disseminate the Corridor’s goals. Opening a technical office in the area, in a preserved historic 
building at ground floor, was an important step to attain community involvement. 
After	the	remodeling	of	buildings	progressed,	renovation	of	the	street-scapes	soon	followed.	A	period	









“They make the city lively. They make the city a real place. They give meaning to the city.  In my 
research, I’m very interested in knowing how they feel about the places how they interact, how 
they use it, how they appropriate the space. That’s my interest.”
She	 said	 her	 target	 population	 of	 interest	 were	 the	 workers,	 street	 vendors,	 consumers,	 artists,	
entertainers, and even the homeless. For her research, Alcantara studied quantifiable data such as 
Figure 4
An area just outside 
the Corridor was also 
renovated and holds 
many social events 
connected to the 
surrounding antiques 
district, bars and shops. 
(photo: D. Alcantara) 
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pre-	and	post-project	building	footprints,	heights	and	uses,	amount	of	public	space,	and	pedestrian	






tourists	and	 residents	alike.	There	 is	always	a	 lively	mix	of	people	 inhabiting	 theses	spaces	and	
business	in	the	downtown	area	is	booming	again.	It	is	Alcantara’s	preliminary	conclusion	that	it	was	


















Freeways got us into cars and shot us down the superhighways at 90 miles an hour. Technology and 
the	information	highway	took	us	out	of	our	physical	environment	and	placed	us	into	a	digital	one.	
We’ve	gotten	closer	physically	and	yet,	strangely,	further	apart.	
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and	Mexico,	Herzog	showed	how	the	public	sector	can	engage	the	
private	 sector	 to	 spark	 the	 resurrection	 of	 some	 of	 our	 lost	 public	




the café tables. When public space comes under the grip of profit, it 
becomes	politicized.	One	response	to	this	has	been	the	creation	of	
organic,	improvisational	public	space	in	alleys	and	on	street	corners	
Another is reliance on simulated space, where even more profit can 
be	made.		
Barcelona,	Spain	stands	as	a	model	for	cities	that	wish	to	resurrect	
their public spaces. When it received the bid for the 1992 Olympics, 
it	 got	 to	work	 in	 deciding	how	 it	would	 spend	 the	money	allocated	




Public	art	began	 to	 invade	 the	city	and	 its’	beaches.	Their	strategy	







1900s, the Muralism Project, initiated by the Mexican government, 
engaged	such	artists	as	Diego	Rivera	and	ignited	the	country’s	public	
spaces	 with	 life	 and	 meaning.	 These	 spaces	 became	 alive	 with	






McDonald’s per se; it was with the invasion of a global corporation on 
their	cherished	historical	space.	
This	 example	 leads	 to	 a	 larger	 lesson.	 Public	 spaces	 aren’t	 about	
profit. They are about human experience. Fast urbanism has not 
just taken away the physical public space; it has stolen our ability 
to	 experience	 public	 spaces.	With	 the	 increasing	 “museumization”,	
synthesization	 and	privatization	 of	 public	 space,	 it’s	 no	wonder	we	
are	 losing	 our	 ability	 to	 truly	 have	 the	 type	 of	 experience	 previous	
Figures 6,7 & 8
Public spaces in the downtowns of Mexico City, 
Barcelona, and Los Angeles.
(photos: L. Herzog) 








Thailand exemplifies how public space can be characterized by purely temporary uses rather than 
pre-determined spaces. The usage of streets and sidewalks provide the first example of Thailand’s 
unique	 understandings	 of	 space.	 Observing	 the	 streets	 and	 sidewalks	 started	 Levi’s	 confusion.	
Bangkok is a chaotic city, and he had difficulty comprehending how people were functioning in it. 
The	sidewalks	and	streets	are	active	and	dynamic	places	that	the	private	realm	has	merged	into,	and	
they	are	used	for	much	more	than	travel.	
For	 instance,	people	cook	on	 the	streets.	 In	Bangkok	alone	 there	are	over	 three	 thousand	street	
vendors cooking on the streets each day; their presence is so pervasive that it’s a cultural norm 
that one should not buy food unless the cooking of it is visible). Sidewalks and streets are also 
appropriated for ritual use, such as selling flowers for shrines. There is a constant presence of 




Night	markets	also	 illustrate	 the	peculiarities	of	Thailand’s	usage	of	space.	 In	Thailand,	 there	are	
modern	and	traditional	markets.		One	form	of	traditional	market	is	the	night	market.	Night	markets	are	




more of an event rather than a designated, fixed place.  
Levi	discovered	that	Western	understandings	of	public	space	are	woefully	inappropriate	in	Thailand.	
Plazas,	a	common	form	of	Western	public	space,	exist	in	Thailand	primarily	in	Western	resorts.	Thais	
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Thailand	 also	 illustrates	 how	 public	 space	 can	 occur	 wherever	
public	activity	is	present.	For	example,	public	exercise	becomes	
a	 form	 of	 public	 space	 wherever	 it	 occurs.	 Recently,	 Thailand	
enacted	a	national	healthcare	program	that	requires	all	Thais	to	
exercise.	In	theory,	all	are	required	to	exercise	once	a	day	in	the	
national exercise programs, from 7 to 9 in the morning or night. 





use.	 It	 illustrates	an	organic	 initiation	of	public	spaces	versus	a	
synthetic	designation	and	creation.		
Another	 illustration	 of	 the	 Thai’s	 appropriation	 of	 space	 is	 the	
Sacred	Forest.	Deforestation	is	a	critical	problem	in	Thailand.	It	
affects	the	lives	of	many	because	forests	serve	as	water	systems	
for	 many	 communities.	 Even	 though	 there	 are	 timbering	 laws,	
enforcement	 is	 a	 challenge.	 In	 order	 to	 further	 protect	 forests,	
monks	have	ordained	trees	as	Buddhist	monks.	The	sign	of	this	
ordination	 is	 a	 simple	monk’s	 sash.	 For	 the	 ordination,	 monks	
brought	 the	community	 into	 the	 forest	 to	witness	 the	ceremony,	
thus	leaving	the	community	responsible	for	the	protection	of	this	
public	resource.	Protection	of	the	forests	then	became	a	religious	
devotion	 for	 the	 community.	 Now	 the	 forests	 are	 considered	
sacred	and	are	no	longer	used	as	resource	or	tourist	space.		
Levi	 concluded	 his	 presentation	with	 an	 assertion	 that	 cultures	
appropriate	space,	stating	that:
“It’s	very	hard,	especially	 for	an	outsider,	 to	 look	at	space	
and	understand	how	it’s	used,	or	what	its	designed	purpose	






Levi demonstrates that public space is far from having a unified 
coherency	in	theory	and	use.	His	investigation	of	public	space	in	
Thailand	 shows	 that	 the	 distinction	 between	 public	 and	 private	
spaces	 is	not	clear,	and	 that	 the	distinction	may	not	always	be	
relevant.	 Public	 space	 is	 a	 concept	 that	 differs	 across	 cultures	
and	 regions,	 and	 varies	 in	 how	 it	 is	manifested	 in	meeting	 the	
needs	of	the	public.		
Figure 9
A busy corner in Bangkok (photo: D. Levi) 
Figure 10
Vendors occupying the sidewalks. 
(photo: D. Levi) 
Figure 11
Morning Thai Chi is collectively practiced in  public parks. 
(photo: D. Levi) 








is	 “a	 new	 validation	 of	 how	 carefully	 planned	 open	 space	 combined	with	 a	 strong	 public/private	




public	space.	 Instead,	other	 institutions,	community	or	even	private	groups,	are	compensating	 for	
what	municipalities	have	been	unable	to	do,	by	creating	alternative	forms	of	public	space.		As	O’Brian	




headed in that direction, and it exemplifies the dynamics of a commercial, synthesized environment. 












Ranch	 and	 extends	 22	miles	 east	 toward	 Riverside,	 and	
occupies approximately 20 percent of Orange County. Its 
origins can be traced to the 1960s original master plan 
created	 by	 the	 Irvine	 family,	 which	 was	 made	 to	 change	
the	pattern	of	development	that	was	occurring	in	the	area.	
It was a response to the suburban sprawl of the ‘60s. The 
original	master	plan	was	done	at	a	regional	 level	and	has	
been	successful	 in	changing	 the	prevalent	 form	of	 sprawl	
development.	It	was	able	to	tackle	environmental	and	water	
quality	 issues	 in	 more	meaningful	 ways.	 Because	 all	 the	
land	included	in	the	plan	was	owned	by	a	single	landowner,	
there	has	also	been	a	high	amount	of	design	control.		
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The expansive development has preserved a total of 37,000 acres of open 
space.	The	open	space	framework	dominates	the	site	and	gives	it	shape.	The	
sphere of influence matches the ridge of the hills, and all arterials terminate 
into	open	space.	The	 Irvine	view	shed	permeates	 the	site,	and	a	network	of	
trails	connects	the	villages	and	parks.	The	Jeffery	Open	Space	Trail	is	part	of	
this network; it serves as the “necklace” of the site and creates a strong sense 












creates	 a	 pedestrian	 scale	 development	 that	 is	well	 connected	 to	 a	 regional	 system.	There	 is	 a	
clear	hierarchy	of	streets	and	landscaping,	which	is	reinforced	through	ornamentations	such	as	light	








on	 connectivity	 and	 an	 even	 distribution	 of	 parks.	 The	 Irvine	 Company	




all	 working	 together	 to	 create	 a	 community	 vision	 that	 creates	 the	 best	
synergy	and	best	 results.”	O’Brian concluded	by	observing	 that	Woodbury	









Tower marking one 
of the entrances to 
Woodbury. 
(photo: V. del Rio).
Figure 14
A boulevard connects 
the park and club to the 
shopping district. (photo: 
courtesy Irvine Co).
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such	as	Universal	City	Walk	and	Fashion	Island.	Levi	explained	how	public	activity	is	able	to	claim	
and	 create	 public	 space	 in	Thailand.	Alcantara	 described	 the	 unexpected	 creation	 of	 vital	 urban	




predetermined	physical	 limitations	and	sprout	out	of	 the	public’s	organic	spontaneity.	Rather	 than	
confining the public through a segmented conception of what public space should be, as planners, 










a space truly public, regardless of how it was created. Some difficult issues arise when looking at 
public	space	which	is	not	yet	inhabited	by	people.	How	can	it	be	judged	as	successful	if	there	is	no	
public	present	by	which	to	gauge	it?	O’Brian’s	description	of	the	Village	of	Woodbury	illustrates	these	










is	only	critical	 in	deciding	who	provides	or	maintains	public	spaces.	As	O’Brian	stated,	 there	 is	a	
multiplicity	of	manifestations	of	public	space	that	result	from	a	wide	variety	of	partnerships.	Public	
and private life are two sides of the same coin; taken together, they form the aggregate whole of 
urban	life.	So	while	it	may	be	necessary	to	distinguish	between	the	two	at	times,	an	overemphasis	






space	 and	 its	 intrinsic	 social	 value,	 it	 is	 obvious	 that	 planners	 have	 their	 work	 set	 out	 for	 them	
in	 understanding	 how	 public	 space	 is	 successfully	 fostered.	While	 all	 the	 complicated	 pieces	 of	
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Q. (To All) Regarding sustainability, and Modernist versus Urbanist conceptions: how do you make 
a New Urbanist development like Woodbury more sustainable?






isolated. But Woodbury is above and beyond the suburban developments of the 60s and 70s, which 
are	highly	unsustainable	and	dependent	on	daily	auto	trips.	
I	would	like	to	point	out	to	Mexico	for	lessons	in	sustainability.	The	national	conversation	of	immigration	
and	 security	 focuses	 on	 the	 negative	 aspects	 of	 our	 neighbor	 to	 the	South,	 yet	Mexico	 provides	
wonderful	lessons	about	daily	city	life.	As	scholars	and	planners,	we	need	to	celebrate	the	life	south	of	
the	border	rather	than	encourage	anti-immigrant	laws,	such	as	those	created	in	Escondido,	California,	







A. Dan: Sustainability	means	different	 things	 in	 developing	 countries.	For	Thailand,	 it	 is	 about	 the	
balance	between	urbanization	and	 the	 large	 rural	 communities.	The	government	has	done	a	 lot	 to	
improve	the	life	in	rural	villages	so	that	people	do	not	feel	they	have	to	migrate	to	the	urban	centers.
A. leo: A	recent	conference,	the	International	Federation	of	Landscape	Architecture,	discussed	this	
topic.	The	number	one	element	 in	 sustainability	 is	poverty.	Poverty	deteriorates	 landscapes,	and	
finding the solution to sustainability will be tied to solving the problem of poverty. There is also the 
issue	of	scale	in	sustainability.	Designers	are	often	asked	to	create	boutique	environmental	projects.	




shift	 towards	walkability	that	 is	occurring.	The	problem	in	Woodbury	 is	that	there	is	no	supporting	
population. Originally, a light rail system was planned in Irvine over 30 years ago, but it is not going 
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to happen due to “NIMBYism” (not-in-my backyard-ism). This was a disappointment... sustainability 
is	not	as	easy	as	we	would	like	it	to	be.		
Q. (To Denise Alcantara) Can you clarify your concept of urban tissue?
Denise: Urban tissue is the same as urban fabric; it is how parcels, structures and streets come 
together,	how	they	relate	to	each	other.	It	tells	stories,	and	gives	meanings.		




some Thai cities block off streets to allow the markets to stay. They are not illegal; however, the police 
may	collect	use	fees	from	venders	on	streets	and	sidewalks.
Q. (To Denise Alcantara) Looking at the expansion in the metropolis of Rio, was preservation and 
conservation a strategy and good mechanism to initiate the creation of public spaces?





Q. (To larry Herzog) All of your presentations are important for the debate in design, relating to a 
European sensitivity and more of a European sense of the legitimacy of what public space is as a 
territorial understanding. Public space is about a democratic process, but most of the places in your 
presentation were done by the rulers; so, what is your idea of public participation today and the 







scale, and it is heavily used by the working class. It was threatened in the late 1980’s when land was 
being	bought	up	for	redevelopment.	Plans	were	not	needed,	and	the	owners	could	essentially	do	
whatever	they	wanted	with	the	area,	but	the	community	stood	up	and	refused	to	allow	redevelopment	
to happen. There was a tremendous amount of public participation to influence this outcome. It 






space is determining the future of downtown; how we think about it is different than just creating 
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profitable space.  In this process, there are different political evolutions of the community getting 
involved.	The	role	of	the	public	participation	in	downtown	redevelopment	is	fundamental.		
Q. (To Daniel levi) Your topic brought up the question of what public is, and what makes it public. 
In looking at domesticity coming into the public realm, if the public claims a space, one could argue 






Q. (To leo O’Brian) Your presentation is more tangible, and illustrates the limitations of New 
Urbanism. With a lack of density and civic identity, Woodbury seems irresponsible. Why should we 
perpetuate this type of development? 
A. leo: Andres Duany (famous new urbanist author and designer) would not agree that this project 
is	an	example	of	New	Urbanism.	However,	in	order	to	change	constraints	of	the	project,	they	have	
to deal with multiple agencies regulations and standards involving traffic counts and arterials. As 
planners, principles would be easier to incorporate if agencies would support designers. As a firm 
that	does	master	planned	communities,	densities	are	a	result	of	market	input.	But,	this	development	
is	also	the	highest	density	development	the	company	has	ever	done.	 
